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prioritetlarindan biri olduguna gora, a§agi akademik gostaricilarin 
sabablarini arajdirmaq, tahlil etmak va bu sabablari aradan 
qaldirmaga say gostarmak fox vacibdir. Bu tadqiqat i^inin asas 
maqsadi Azarbaycamn paytaxti Baki jaharinda yerla^an ADA 
Universitetinda tahsil alan a§agi akademik gostaricilari olan 
talabalarin akademik naticalarinin sabablarini izah etmakdir. 
Arajdirmada qari§iq tadqiqat metodlan istifada olunub. Dlda 
olunmu§ xarici sabablara: ananavi talim metodlan, tarn orta 
tahsil, individual yana§maya ehtiyac, bazi qiymatlandirma 
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fanlarini «artiq say manbayi» hesab etmalari daxildir. Tadqiqat 
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aid takliflar oz yerini tapmi§dir. 
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Abstract. Since 'academic excellence' is one of the core values 
of higher educational institutions, it is imperative that universities 
strive to understand the reasons behind poor university per¬ 
formance and find the ways of improving it. The purpose of the 
present study is to explain the reasons that determine poor per¬ 
formance of undergraduate students at ADA University, situated 
in the capital of Azerbaijan, Baku. The study employed a mixed 
method of research, the major one of them being qualitative. The 
revealed extrinsic determinants include traditional teaching 
methods, secondary and high school education, need for indi¬ 
vidualized teaching practices, some assessment mechanisms of 
the University, and the English language. The intrinsic category 
of determinants, in its turn, includes low effort of undergraduate 
students of ADA University, lacking learning and study skills, and 
considering General Education subjects irrelevant. The sugges¬ 
tions of the study are made with reference to both intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation. 
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Strong men believe in cause and effect. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Introduction 

When Azerbaijan gained independence in 
1991, notwithstanding numerous challenges, 
nearly all sectors in the country opened up 
for the long-awaited changes. As the transition 
to the market economy thrived in the last 
three decades, the concepts such as 'reforma¬ 
tion' and 'transformation' came into play. Ac¬ 
cordingly, the field of education was no ex¬ 
ception with regards to these changes. A 
significant number of reforms have been and 
are to be implemented to address the chal¬ 
lenges imposed by these processes. Gone are 
the days when educational system would 
carry Soviet ideological bias in every aspect. 
On this path of fundamental changes, the field 
of higher education seems to be one of the 
key players to integrate with the globalized 
world. 

Nevertheless, not all tertiary institutions 
of the country seem to be capable and or 
willing to keep up with the worldwide 
progress trends in higher education to en¬ 
hance academic quality. ADA University was 
one of the higher educational institutions of 
Azerbaijan which introduced and initiated a 
number of progressive Western practices in 
the context of higher education, which could 
be considered innovations for the country. Es¬ 
tablished in 2006 with seven undergraduate 
and five graduate degrees, the University is 
aiming 'to cultivate highly intellectual solution 
providers who are closely collaborating, ef¬ 
fectively communicating members of global 
community with ethics and sense of citizen¬ 
ship’ (ADA University Academic Catalogue 
2017], As stated in the Mission, Vision and 
Values Statement of the University, ADA at¬ 
tempts to be 'a world class Azerbaijani uni¬ 
versity'. 

With regards to the education system of 
ADA, the University seems to follow a grading 
system that is not similar to that of other local 


tertiary institutions, which is more akin to 
Western grading system. 2.00 grade point av¬ 
erage is the minimum requirement cumula¬ 
tively and in major subjects for undergraduate 
students, which makes a student eligible to 
enrol in other classes and implies that a stu¬ 
dent holds Good Academic Standing. If this 
requirement is not fulfilled, a student could 
be a subject to 'a warning, probation, or dis¬ 
missal’ (ADA University Academic Catalogue 
2017, 2017], 

It must also be noted that unlike other state 
universities of the country, ADA does not pro¬ 
vide entirely free education. It has tuition fees 
that could be considered relatively high in 
comparison with other state tertiary institu¬ 
tions. Nevertheless, the University does have 
a scholarship policy for incoming and return¬ 
ing students which is aimed at motivating stu¬ 
dents to enhance their academic results. For 
incoming students, merit-based scholarships 
are offered to those who have scored 650 or 
higher, while for returning students the re¬ 
quirement is 3.00 grade point average and 
higher by which they are eligible to receive 
waivers off their semester tuition. To be more 
precise, students with 4.0 grade point average 
are granted with 100% tuition fee waiver, the 
ones scoring in the 10% and next 10% of each 
program cohort receive 50% and 25% waiver 
off their tuition fee respectively (ADA Univer¬ 
sity Academic Catalogue 2017], 

Also, recently, the University has estab¬ 
lished a Centre for Student Support and Aca¬ 
demic Counselling, the ultimate goal of which 
is to help students improve the quality of their 
academic performance and ensure high stu¬ 
dent retention and provide preventive activi¬ 
ties as well. Students are supposed to apply 
to the Centre when they struggle with studies 
and need extra support in course selection. 

In spite of such extrinsic motivators, a con¬ 
siderable number of students at ADA fail to 
keep up with the academic competition, and 
either receives a warning, put on probation 
or are dismissed. For instance, for Fall semes¬ 
ter of the academic year 2017-2018, 12% of 
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students scored less than 2.0 grade point av¬ 
erage. 

Generally, with this research, I aspire to 
address the question of the poor academic 
performance at this higher educational insti¬ 
tution. The purpose of the present study is to 
explain the reasons that determine poor per¬ 
formance of undergraduate students at ADA 
University. Here, by 'poor performance’ I imply 
grade point average of 2 and below. Since 'aca¬ 
demic excellence' is one of the core values of 
the University, it is imperative that the edu¬ 
cational institution strive to understand the 
reasons behind poor performance and find 
the ways of improving it. In the existing liter¬ 
ature, poor university performance is usually 
attributed to low motivation levels, financial 
status, and varying learning styles of students. 
However, I assume it to be an interplay of sev¬ 
eral variables, and I am interested which of 
the determining factors of poor performance 
is dominant among ADA University students. 
Accordingly, the main research questions that 
I will attempt to answer in this thesis are: 

What are the determining factors of poor 
performance of ADA University Students? 

Which determinant factor is the dominant 
with regard to poor performance of ADA Uni¬ 
versity Students? 

How can university improve support to 
poorly performing students to excel academ¬ 
ically? 

How can the results of this specific study 
be considered for the broader context of edu¬ 
cation? 

I attempted to shed light on these ques¬ 
tions by interviews conducted with university 
administrators, as well as General Education 
instructors and professors in addition to sur¬ 
veys with undergraduate students of ADA Uni¬ 
versity. Having explained the main reasons of 
poor performance, I attempted to offer the 
ways of improving poor performance of stu¬ 
dents. Based on the identified results, I pro¬ 
vided suggestions how motivation levels of 
students can be increased through university 
practices and on how ADA university can ac- 
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commodate learning styles of various groups 
of students. 

Furthermore, while discussing educational 
background of students, I have used the offi¬ 
cial rating of secondary schools of Azerbaijan 
and compared it with my own results, which 
have certain implications for the quality of 
pre-tertiary education as well. 

Accordingly, I formulated the following hy¬ 
potheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Poor performance of ADA 
students is explained by low extrinsic moti¬ 
vation. 

Hypothesis 2: Poor performance of ADA 
students is explained by low intrinsic moti¬ 
vation. 

Hypothesis 3: Poor performance of ADA 
students is explained by unsatisfactory edu¬ 
cational quality of secondary schools. 

Hypothesis 4: Poor performance of ADA 
students is explained by the low level of the 
English language knowledge. 

Hypothesis 5: Poor performance of ADA 
students is explained by varying learning 
styles of students which is not favoured by 
university policies and instruction. 

Hypothesis 6: The dominating determinant 
of academic performance is extrinsic motiva¬ 
tion provided by university and instructors. 

Here, by 'extrinsic motivation', I imply sup¬ 
port and influence provided by university as 
well as the parents of undergraduate students, 
and knowledge and skills having been ac¬ 
quired in the years of pre-tertiary education. 
Accordingly, by ‘intrinsic motivation', I sup¬ 
pose intrinsic inclination of students towards 
academic performance such as wishing to 
study at this specific university, being psycho¬ 
logically ready for the challenges imposed by 
university study. 

Literature Review 

General Overview of the Problem 

In the existing literature, the concepts of 
'academic performance' and 'academic 
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achievement' seem to be interchangeably 
used. One source (Ricarda Steinmayr, 2014], 
for example, defines the terms as 'outcomes' 
achieved in instructional settings. 

In their article, Kirschner and Karpinski 
(2010} discuss the ambiguity over the concept 
of‘academic performance': 

...how is academic performance defined? 
Should GPA or letter equivalents (e.g., A, B, C, 
D, F) be used? If letter equivalents are used, 
how should they be coded? Are other measures 
involved in academic performance such as 
amount of time spent studying, and for what 
length of time should "time spent studying" be 
observed (e.g., one day, a week, a month]? Ad¬ 
ditionally, academic performance is conceptu¬ 
alized differently not only between schools, but 
also across states, and even countries. How can 
the construct of academic performance be ac¬ 
curately defined and measured with such di¬ 
versity in operational definitions? [p.1241] 

A natural question arises out of this dis¬ 
cussion of the concept of'academic perform¬ 
ance': 'Why should higher education institu¬ 
tions be so much concerned with academic 
performance of students?' In the renowned 
classical work 'The Idea of the University' by 
John Henry Newman, the author provides the 
definition of 'the business of a university', 
which could shed some light to our question. 
He states that providing training according to 
certain standards and 'to help forward all stu¬ 
dents towards it' is the major 'business of the 
university' (as cited in Pelikan, 1992, p.71]. 
In this definition, the second part i.e. 'to help 
forward all students towards training based 
on certain standards' could be of particular 
interest to our discussion. It basically implies 
that all students studying at an educational 
institution should be pushed towards 'acade¬ 
mic excellency' by the university governance. 
A study conducted by a group of researchers 
at the University of Hong Kong (Kember, Ho, 
& Hong, 2010} points out that in order to 
transform into 'knowledge-based economies' 
(p. 263} countries should provide a particular 
care and attention to the prosperity of knowl¬ 


edge and skills of their undergraduate and 
graduate students. 

But how to achieve this 'academic excel¬ 
lency'? Gibbs (2015} refers to the philosoph¬ 
ical tenets of this question and cites Aristotle's 
Metaphysics where the ancient philosopher 
introduces the notions of dynamic (potential 
based on capacity} and energeia (action} and 
states that 'a thing can act only when it is act¬ 
ing, and when it is not acting it cannot act' 
(Gibbs, 2015, p. 50}. Gibbs then relates this 
thought to the performance of modern uni¬ 
versities by claiming that to achieve academic 
excellence, universities should put a particular 
emphasis on developing learning skills of their 
students. 

Based on the relevant body of sources, it 
should be stated that overall, in modern re¬ 
search practice, the subject of academic per¬ 
formance has been studied mainly in the con¬ 
text of pre-tertiary education. In comparison 
with scientific studies on schools, there exists 
relatively fewer number of research works 
having been conducted among college level 
students, which was emphasized by the au¬ 
thors themselves as well: 'There are relatively 
fewer studies of college students in the higher 
education stage and there are no unified con¬ 
clusions' (Yao, Peng, & Zhimin, 2015, p. 82}. 
Regarding the conclusions of pre-tertiary 
studies on determinants of academic success, 
Etsey (2005}, for example, having studied 
causes of low performance at primary schools, 
highlights that in primary schools, the main 
reasons for low performance are usually the 
effectiveness of teaching, quality of teaching 
materials, class size and intrinsic motivation 
of schoolchildren. 

With regards to the determinants of aca¬ 
demic outcome of university students, al¬ 
though the number of such studies is relatively 
few, a broad array of determinants of aca¬ 
demic performance seems to have been stud¬ 
ied in this context. Traditionally, academic suc¬ 
cess has been related to intelligence levels of 
students. Good examples of such classic stud¬ 
ies could be the ones by Brody (2000} and 
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Gottfredson (2003] and Kuncel, Hezlett and 
Ones [2001] (as cited in Sheard, 2009], Nev¬ 
ertheless, a considerable amount of contem¬ 
porary studies nowadays, relate academic per¬ 
formance to more external factors in 
educational and family settings rather than 
innate capabilities and intelligence levels of 
people. Most of such sources present very sim¬ 
ilar findings regarding to variables such as 
age, gender, socio-economic status of families, 
educational background, learning capabilities 
and strategies of students. 

Previous Educational Experience of 

Students and Academic Performance 

Among the determinants of academic per¬ 
formance researched, previous schooling ef¬ 
fects seem to have been most widely investi¬ 
gated (Anderson, Dwayne, & Melvyn, 1994; 
Messinis & Sheehan, 2015; Niu & Tienda, 
2009; Oksanen & Byron, 1975; Mora & Es- 
cardibul, 2008; Eskew, 1988; Mckenzie & 
Schweitzer, 2001], For instance, Eskew (1988] 
and Messinis (2015] have conducted a re¬ 
search on some determinants of student per¬ 
formance in the first college level. Based on 
multiple regression analysis conducted at Pur¬ 
due University, Eskew (1988] concludes that 
high school grade records are one of the de¬ 
terminants of pivotal importance for under¬ 
graduate students and suggests that adoles¬ 
cents should be exposed to college-related 
courses as of their school years to achieve bet¬ 
ter academic results. Messinis (2015], in his 
turn, referring to a quantile regression model 
proposes that the evidence with regards to 
the significance of academic background can 
be very useful in the analysis of high school 
rankings. Another interesting finding belongs 
to Mora and Escardibul (2008] where they 
argue that the students with private school 
background demonstrate better academic 
performance in comparison with the ones 
coming from public schools. 
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Admission Records and Academic 

Performance 

In addition, admission information of stu¬ 
dents was also one of the variables to have 
been investigated with this regard. The pre¬ 
dictive validity of admission records also has 
been confirmed mainly in studies undertaken 
by western scholars (Dunlap et.al, 1998; 
Gupta & Turek, 2015; Mercer et.al, 2011], In 
a great majority of such studies, the subject 
has been researched with regards to its cor¬ 
relation with academic records at university 
level, which is corresponding to my study. 
Both graduate (Dunlap, 1998; Wamala, 2016; 
Gupta & Turek, 2015] and undergraduate stu¬ 
dents (Mercer et al., 2011] have been subjects 
of studies of this type. The admission criteria 
having been analyzed include previous aca¬ 
demic records of students i.e. undergraduate 
grade point average for master level students 
(Dunlap, 1998; Gupta & Turek, 2015] and high 
school grade point average for college students 
(Mercer, 2011], specific aptitude exams such 
as GRE and SAT (Dunlap, 1998; Gupta & Turek, 
2015], specialization exams (Wamala, 2016; 
Mercer, 2011], interviews (Mercer, 2011] and 
previous work experience (Dunlap, 1998;]. 

While most of these authors having studied 
these admission systems concluded that the 
correlation between admission criteria and 
university grades seems to be considerably 
strong (Dunlap, 1998; Mercer, 2011, Gupta & 
Turek, 2015] a minor group of scholars (for 
example, Wamala, 2016] claim this relation¬ 
ship to be not considerable. For example, in a 
research conducted on Australian college level 
students Mercer (2011] having studied the 
records of 1174 students enrolled in the years 
from 1999 through 2009 has concluded that 
admission interviews are strongly correlated 
both with the academic and clinical achieve¬ 
ments of students. In contrast, Wamala (2016] 
who researched 815 students at Makerere 
University denies the existence of correlation 
between admission tests and university stu¬ 
dents' achievement. 
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Family and Academic Performance 

Another broadly discussed determinant re¬ 
garding 'academic performance of university 
students' seems to be the phenomenon of 
'family'. The famous and interesting 'Coleman 
Report' by the American sociologist professor 
James Coleman made in 1966 has been cited 
by many of the contemporary studies: 'the 
main factors that affect students' grades do 
not come from the school, but from the family' 
(as cited in Yao, Peng, & Zhimin, 2015], With 
regards to family, two aspects of this indicator 
appear to have been widely discussed in the 
existing literature i.e. educational level of fam¬ 
ilies, in particular that of parents and socio¬ 
economic status of families (for example, Yao, 
Peng, & Zhimin, 2015; Hansen & Mastekaasa, 
2006; Messinis & Sheehan, 2015; Koch, 2016], 
Some studies review and treat them together, 
while some consider these determinants as 
separate indicators. For instance, while 
Hansen and Mastekaasa (2006] review the 
problem from the perspective of social origins 
of families, Yao and Peng (2015] have con¬ 
ducted an empirical study on the effect of fam¬ 
ily capital on university students. A study con¬ 
ducted by Koch (2016] reviews educational 
level of parents and socio-economic status of 
families together and concludes that lack of 
financial means is a significant indicator of 
students' academic performance at university. 

Motivation 

As Afzal states 'learning sometimes be¬ 
comes compulsion than pleasure, that's why 
large number of students leaves education be¬ 
fore graduation' (Afzal, Ali, Khan, & Hamid, 
2010, p. 81]. With this regard, usually the sub¬ 
ject of‘student motivation' usually comes into 
play. A significant number of studies could be 
found investigating university students' mo¬ 
tivation as a predictor and determinant of ac¬ 
ademic performance (for example, Afzal, Ali, 
Khan, & Hamid, 2010; procr, Ho, & Hong, 
2010; Erdinp & Balkis, 2017; Henning, 


Krageloh, & Wong-Toi, 2015], Most of such 
studies share the same or similar findings 
with regards to the importance of motivation 
in the process of learning, emphasizing the 
significance of motivation. 

A very interesting and thought-provoking 
finding has been proposed by Deci in 1971 
has been very controversial in the educational 
community. The authors basically assert that 
external motivators have the potential to in- 
dermine internal motivation of learners (Deci, 
Koestner, & Ryan, 2001], However, the find¬ 
ings have been claimed to be flawed by some 
authors such as Cameron and Pierce. 

Faculty Development 

Since the present study reviews the subject 
of improving teaching and administrative 
practices based on Multiple Intelligences The¬ 
ory, some sources have been reviewed with 
this regard. In an interesting study titled 'One 
Size Fits All?', the researcher suggests that 
teaching and learning practices at universities 
should be transformed applying new peda¬ 
gogical approach based on Multiple Intelli¬ 
gences Theory (Jones, 2017], The author 
claims that the area of'personal intelligences' 
i.e. intra- and interpersonal intelligences have 
remained neglected in the sphere of education 
so far. The study suggests incorporating those 
type of intelligences in establishing curricula 
of higher education institutions. 

Other Factors 

In addition to the abovementioned well- 
known factors on the determinants of aca¬ 
demic performance of undergraduate stu¬ 
dents that have been largely investigated by 
many of educational researchers, there a num¬ 
ber of other factors that have been given a 
limited attention and discussed in a relatively 
fewer number of research works. Among 
other factors that have been discussed in the 
literature to a limited extent, the following 
subjects and/ or determinants could be men- 
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tioned: the effect of the English language 
knowledge (for instance, Rooy & Rooy, 2015], 
extracurricular activities that students engage 
(for example, Seow & Pan, 2014], home-school 
distance (for instance, Koch, 2016], access to 
the Internet (for example, Nyikahadzoi, Mata- 
mande, Taderera, & Mandimika], the theory 
of Self-efficacy (for example, Koseoglu, 2015; 
Gyst & Mitchell, 1992; Fenollar, Roman, & J., 
2007; Erdinp & Balkis, 2017; Gqbka, 2014], 
class-sizes at universities (for example, Fenol¬ 
lar, Roman, & J., 2007], and grit of undergrad¬ 
uate students (for instance, Mason, 2018], 

For instance, a study conducted at a South 
African University, where academic perform¬ 
ance seems to be a concerning issue language 
testing examinations on the English language 
turned out to possess strong predictive valid¬ 
ity for further academic accomplishments of 
university students (Rooy & Rooy, 2015], 

Besides the abovementioned determinant, 
extracurricular activities of students have also 
been viewed as one of the determinants of ac¬ 
ademic performance. With this regard, there 
are three directions of research which are re¬ 
flected in three major theoretical frameworks: 
zero-sum, developmental and threshold the¬ 
ories (Seow & Pan, 2014], According to zero- 
sum framework, extracurricular activities of 
students yield an utterly negative impact on 
their academic achievements. On the contrary, 
while developmental framework argues that 
the effect of such activities on academic per¬ 
formance is positive, threshold framework 
claims that extracurricular activities could 
yield beneficial effects to a certain extent de¬ 
pending on type of the activity (Seow & Pan, 
2014], Also, some authors differentiate be¬ 
tween ‘structured’ and 'unstructured' ex¬ 
tracurricular activities, claiming that the latter 
does not yield any beneficial effect for the ac¬ 
ademic achievement of students (for example, 
Broh, 2002], 

Another very popular subject discussed 
with regards to academic achievement of uni¬ 
versity students is the theory of Self-efficacy 
initially suggested by the social scientist Al- 
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bert Bandura (for example, Koseoglu, 2015; 
Gyst & Mitchell, 1992; Fenollar, Roman, & J., 
2007, Duru & Balkis, 2017; Gqbka, 2014 to 
name just a few of such educational re¬ 
searches], Generally, in the sphere of social 
and mangerial sciences, the theory of Self-ef¬ 
ficacy is also termed as social cognitive theory 
or social learning theory (Robbins & Judge, 
2013] . Gyst and Mitchell regard self-efficacy 
as a construct acquired from social cognitive 
theory by the same author i.e. Albert Bandura. 
Basically, it should be noted that the theory 
of Self-efficacy implies that a person with a 
higher level of self-effiacy is more likely to be 
more successful in various types of situations. 
Robbins (2013] defines self-efficacy as ‘an in¬ 
dividual’s belief that he or she is capable of 
performing a task' (p.215]. However, it should 
be mentioned that the current research work 
is not aspiring to utilize the theory of Self-ef¬ 
ficacy as the major theoretical reference due 
to the fact that the theory of Self-efficacy is 
referred in the educational research works 
with an orientation of psychology. Since the 
current research work does not attempt to 
respond to the psychological aspects of the 
discussed problem on the determinants of ac¬ 
ademic achievement, I consider this theory 
not to be relevant for the purposes of the pres¬ 
ent master thesis. With regards to the findings 
of educational research works on the theory 
of self-efficacy, very interesting studies could 
be mentioned. Koseoglu (2015], for instance, 
found that undergraduate students possessing 
low levels of self-efficacy tend to think that 
the level of intelligence possessed by people 
surrounding them is usually acquired innately, 
and people do not usually change their intel¬ 
ligence levels, and achieve better accordingly. 

Interestingly, the subject of'class size' not 
only has been studied in the domain of pre- 
tertiary education i.e. with regards to schools, 
but also some studies have been conducted 
with reference to university class sizes as well, 
in spite of the fact that the number of such 
works related to university studies is com¬ 
paratively less than the latter. An integrative 
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conceptual framework suggested by Fenollar, 
Roman, and Cuestas (2007] confirms that 
when the size of classes at universities de¬ 
crease, it exhibits considerable positive effects 
on academic performance of university stu¬ 
dents. 

In the existing literature, the concept of 
'grit' is another important concept having 
been discussed in psychology oriented edu¬ 
cational research works on the determinants 
of academic performance of undergraduate 
students. With this regard, Mason [2018] de¬ 
fines the concept of grit as 'perseverance of 
effort and consistency of interest' [p.66]. He 
used a simple regression test to identify the 
relationship between grit and academic per¬ 
formance of undergraduate students (using 
Grit Scale prepared by the author and the 
records of grade point average of undergrad¬ 
uate students]. The author concludes as a re¬ 
sult of his empirical research work having been 
conducted on a group of South African stu¬ 
dents, the concept of grit turned out to be a 
crucial factor explaining academic performance 
of undergraduate students (Mason, 2018], 

To sum up, a number of themes based on 
the reviewed academic articles and books 
could be identified concerning the subject of 
academic performance of university students. 
While some determinants such as family and 
previous education of students, predictive va¬ 
lidity of admission results of undergraduate 
students, motivation and faculty development 
could be regarded as 'popular' topics, others 
i.e. access to the Internet, language level, ex¬ 
tracurricular activities and grit seem to have 
been studied in a limited manner in the do¬ 
main of educational research. Also, it should 
be emphasized that in spite of the fact that 
the theory of self-efficacy suggested by Albert 
Bandura seems to be a well-known topic with 
regards to the determinants of academic 
achievement of undergraduate students, the 
theory being psychologically oriented, did not 
suit the purposes of the current research work 
on the determinants of academic performance 
of undergraduate students of ADA university. 


Azerbaijan and some Caucasian 

countries 

In Azerbaijan, there seems to be a huge 
gap in the area of educational research on this 
particular subject i.e. determinants of aca¬ 
demic performance. Although there do exist 
some research papers devoted to the sphere 
of higher education in general, almost no re¬ 
search could be found with regards to aca¬ 
demic performance of university students. 
The studies devoted to universities in Azer¬ 
baijan claim that the overall the system of 
higher education is corrupted with low-qual¬ 
ity of education that does not correspond to 
the demands of modern job market (Guliyev, 
2016], bribes (Silova, Johnson, & Johnson, 
2007] and underqualified instructors (Guliyev, 
2016; Silova, Johnson, & Johnson, 2007], 

With regards to the university admission 
system in the country, which is one of the fo¬ 
cus points of the present study, the history of 
modern centralized matriculation system, 
similar to that of neighboring countries 
(Chankseliani, 2013a], is closely linked to so- 
cio-economical and historical transformation 
processes that the country has experienced 
after the collapse of the soviet regime. Often, 
the predecessor of the current system tends 
to be described as an unfair and highly sub¬ 
jective one, which had paved the way for cor¬ 
ruption and nepotism in university entrance 
examinations (Aliyev, 2011], A new central¬ 
ized admission system based on standardized 
tests was adopted in 1992 having gained in¬ 
dependence of the Soviet regime (Mordanov, 
2012], It is generally considered to be a fair 
and objective system which has established 
equal exam conditions for everyone and pro¬ 
vided a solution to the problems of educa¬ 
tional corruption and nepotism in admissions 
(Aliyev,2011], 

A centralized admissions system has also 
been applied in the neighboring post-soviet 
country Georgia since 2005, which has been 
an object of severe criticisms of most scholars 
favoring democratic selection in higher edu- 
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cation entrance. As an example, Chankseliani 
(2013a; 2013b] discusses class and regional 
disadvantages favored by the meritocratic sys¬ 
tem of university admissions. In one of these 
articles, focusing on the barriers of rural pop¬ 
ulation, the author makes a distinction be¬ 
tween the terms of equality and equity. Thus, 
it is explained that while an equal system 
treats all the applicants in the same manner, 
equity ensures that the differences (class, re¬ 
gional, educational background] of the stu¬ 
dents are considered as well. The author as¬ 
serts that admissions of Georgia are highly 
meritocratic, preventing social mobility and 
encouraging disparities of classes. A similar 
argument has been presented with regards to 
Azerbaijan by Guliyev (2015] in his article 
'The Quality of Education in Azerbaijan: Prob¬ 
lems and Prospects'. The author mentions that 
on average, a university applicant's family has 
to invest AZN 3000 for university preparation 
tutoring. 

Although there exists considerable amount 
of criticism towards university admissions in 
Azerbaijani society, there seems to be not suf¬ 
ficient number of scholars interested in con¬ 
ducting an empirical research on the issue. 
As one example of the limited number of these 
local researchers, Aliyev (2011] has chal¬ 
lenged equity opportunities of university ap¬ 
plicants in one of the articles. It is argued that 
the sphere of higher education in Azerbaijan 
has not been a subject to significant positive 
improvement that yield equitable entry to the 
field. Here, equity is investigated in terms of 
rural and urban areas as well as gender issues. 
National university admission examination is 
acknowledged as a fair system which eradi¬ 
cated corruption in admissions. However, it 
is not recognized as an effective tool to pro¬ 
vide equity. Through different sources of sta¬ 
tistical data analyzed (World Bank, State Sta¬ 
tistical Committee, State Student Admission 
Commission, Economic Research Centre] the 
researcher concludes that there are serious 
gaps that signal inequity with regards to dif¬ 
ferent areas. For instance, the cities of Baku 

28 


and Sumgayit are the most crucial contribu¬ 
tors to the number of students admitted 
yearly. It is mainly explained by the fact that 
urban and rural areas differ in terms of quality 
of secondary education which is linked to hu¬ 
man resource gaps in teaching cadres. In 
terms of gender issues, however, the author 
observes certain positive changes in the re¬ 
cent years related to female application to 
higher education albeit being in minority in 
admissions and certain spheres such as engi¬ 
neering, business and technology. It is sug¬ 
gested that the government adopt appropriate 
evidence and research-oriented policies to 
foster equity development in the sphere. 

All the results of geographical literature 
review summed up, it could be seen that re¬ 
search in developed countries managed to dis¬ 
close a great number of distinctive attributes 
of academic performance in higher educa¬ 
tional institutions. On the other hand, devel¬ 
oping countries such as Azerbaijan still re¬ 
main to be 'a fertile uncultivated ground' for 
educational research on this particular topic. 

Theories 

This study is framed by the theory of Mul¬ 
tiple Intelligences by Howard Gardner (2011] 
and the theory of'Self-determination' on mo¬ 
tivation. 

A number of taxonomies have been offered 
by different scholars regarding the theory of 
'Multiple Intelligences'. However, the greatest 
impact in this domain seems to have been 
made by Harvard Professor Howard Gardner 
and his theory of'Multiple Intelligences' (MI 
Theory], In his book Frames of Mind, Gardner 
(2011] listed seven types of intelligences: lin¬ 
guistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial, 
bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, 
and naturalist-ecological (Gardner, 2011], 

Similarly, practitioners of neuroscience as¬ 
sert that there are different preferred styles 
of learning labelled 'VAKOG' which stands for 
Visual (learn by seeing), Auditory (learn by lis¬ 
tening), Kinesthetic (learn by touching), Olfac- 
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tory (learn by smelling), and Gustatory (learn 
by tasting) (Harmer, 2001], Neuro-linguists 
have reduced this classification by omitting 
the last two of the types and refer to it as ‘VAK’ 
- Visual, Auditory, Kinesthetic in language 
teaching contexts. Harmer suggests it is nec¬ 
essary that instructors ensure the balance of 
activities which accommodate various learn¬ 
ing styles through a course: 'We will want to 
offer activities which favour, at different times, 
students with different learning styles' 
(Harmer, 2001, p. 49] 

New generation of neuroscientists argue 
that there is no scientific evidence supporting 
the theory, and the whole idea is totally un¬ 
helpful for instructors. Hattie [2014] claims 
that although we, humans, do have various 
mental and sensory preferences, the knowl¬ 
edge of these styles could hardly be of any 
use for instructors. He also questions the va¬ 
lidity of learning style questionnaires, and 
says that self-reports in such questionnaires 
cannot objectively reflect a person's learning 
preferences. 

Harmer [2001] defines motivation as 
‘some kind of internal drive that pushes some¬ 
one to do things in order to achieve some¬ 
thing' [p.51]. There are a number of theories 
on motivation which could be related to the 
managerial and educational spheres. For in¬ 
stance, famous motivational theories such as 
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, Two-Factor 
Theory, McClelleand's Theory of Needs, Self- 
Efficacy Theory by Bandura could be remark¬ 
able instances of such theories (Robbins & 
Judge, 2013], 

With respect to self-determination theory, 
it is proposed that if a person is obliged to ac¬ 
complish a task, the quality of performance 
will be undermined, and people need to be 
internally motivated to perform tasks in a bet¬ 
ter manner (Robbins & Judge, 2013], Accord¬ 
ingly, the theory of self determination suggests 
that the phenomenon of motivation can be 
classified as intrinc and extrinsic. Extrinsic 
motivation develops due to an array of outside 
factors, while intrinsic motivation 'comes from 


within the individual’ (Harmer, 2001, p. 51]. 

As mentioned earlier, some defenders of 
self-determination theory assert that extrinsic 
motivators diminish internal motivation of 
people (Robbins & Judge, 2013]: 

If you’re reading a novel a week because 
your English literature instructor requires you 
to, you can attribute your reading behavior to 
an external source. However, if you find yourself 
continuing to read a novel a week after the 
course is over, your natural inclination is to 
say, I must enjoy reading novels because I’m 
still reading one a week (p.209]. 

To conclude, using various psychological 
and social theories to improve educational 
outcomes seems to be a widely accepted prac¬ 
tice worldwide. The present study will review 
Multiple Intelligences Theory and Self-Deter¬ 
mination Theory to discuss opportunities for 
improvement in teaching and administrative 
practices of ADA University. 

Methodology 

Data collection 

The study employed a mixed method of re¬ 
search, the major one of them being qualita¬ 
tive. Fieldwork for the present research was 
conducted in the year 2018, in Baku, Azerbai¬ 
jan at the university of ADA. 

Interviews 

Approximately fifteen interviews were con¬ 
ducted with university administrators and in¬ 
structors of General Education from School of 
Education at ADA university. All the interviews 
conducted were semi-structured. The ques¬ 
tions were broad and open-ended, by which I 
attempted to encourage the interviewees to 
elaborate further on their answers. The ques¬ 
tions asked by me were structured based on 
the two theories utilized in the present re¬ 
search work i.e. the Theory of Self Determi¬ 
nation (intrinsic and extrinsic motivation for 
low performing students] and the Theory of 
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Multiple Intelligences (individual learning 
styles and their application in the process of 
teaching]. 

With respect to Self-determination Theory, 
two types of questions were created i.e.one 
group of questions were supposed to identify 
the level of intrinsic motivation of students. 
Accordingly, the other group of the questions 
included the ones targeted to identify the level 
of extrinsic motivation of the low achieving 
learners provided by ADA University and in¬ 
structors for achieving academic success. Re¬ 
garding the theory of Multiple Intelligences, 
the content of the questions was based on the 
concept of'individual learning styles' (visual, 
auditory, kinaesthetic]. It should be noted that 
the definition of the concept of'learning styles' 
was provided during the process of interview 


for the university administrators and/ or in¬ 
structors who were not acquainted with the 
concept. 

The following chart/figure has been cre¬ 
ated based on the interview findings. 

Surveys 

Concerning the quantitative analysis of the 
research, two directions were chosen, the first 
one being hypothesis testing based on pro¬ 
portion using the data gathered through an 
online survey. The second direction was con¬ 
ducting a simple regression test between ad¬ 
mission scores and university grade point av¬ 
erage using STATA program. 

The online survey was conducted among 
81 students of ADA University, who have cu- 
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Table 2. 


Hypothesis 

Z test statistics 

P-Value 

Comment 

Hla 

- 0.257 

0,8997 

Hla was not supported 

Hlb 

1.543 

0.1229 

Hlb was not supported 

H2 

0.111 

0.5438 

H2 was not supported 

H3 

4.000 

0.0001 

H3 was supported 

H4 

- 2.172 

0.9850 

H4 was not supported 

H5 

-0.360 

0,2812 

H5 was not supported 

H6 

N/A 

N/A 

H6 was not supported 


Table 3. 


Variable 

Coefficient 

P-Value 

Standard Error 

R-square 

Number of 
Observations 

SSAC exam score 

0.00418”* 

0.00001 

0.00023 

0.1553 

1731 

Constant 

0.51761*** 

0.00001 

0.14315 


mulative GPA of 2.0 and below. Since the in¬ 
formation on the student grades is protected 
by the policy of confidentiality of ADA Uni¬ 
versity, the office of vice-rector acted as a gate 
keeper in this process and the email with a 
survey participation request was sent through 
them. The questions of the survey could be 
found Appendix 2. 

As it was mentioned, hypothesis testing 
based on proportion was conducted to test 
the data based on the responses. The test con¬ 
ducted was a one population proportion test. 
Below the results could be found (Table 2], 

As the table above shows only hypothesis 
3 on previous educational background was 
supported. A follow up test i.e. a simple re¬ 
gression test on STATA program was con¬ 
ducted to validate the results. The test was 
based on the correlation of SSAC scores and 
grade point average of the undergraduate stu¬ 
dents. The test confirmed that there exists a 
strong positive relationship between SSAC 


scores and grade point average of the under¬ 
graduate students. It could be observed in the 
table 3. 

In addition to these tests, based on the sur¬ 
vey results on secondary and high schools of 
undergraduate students I conducted an analy¬ 
sis of the official rating of secondary schools 
of Azerbaijan and compared it with my own 
results. I utilized two documents to achieve 
this task i.e. a periodical of 2016 and 2017 
published by State Examination Centre. The 
documents indicated the rating of the schools 
for the years of 2 016 and 2017 based on their 
university admission results and final exami¬ 
nations for ninth-graders. It was revealed that 
the names of the schools which were in the 
majority among survey respondents (the 
schools which they finished] could not be 
found in either of the two documents. Also, to 
the survey question 'Did your secondary 
school provide you with necessary knowledge 
and skills for studying at ADA University?' 
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90% of the graduates of these schools an¬ 
swered 'no' and 'somehow'. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This section discusses the findings of the 
qualitative and quantitative research with ref¬ 
erence to the six research hypotheses initially 
proposed. As a result of the qualitative re¬ 
search, eight determining factors of poor ac¬ 
ademic performance of undergraduate stu¬ 
dents of ADA University were identified. I 
grouped them into two categories based on 
the theory of motivation on Self-Determina¬ 
tion i.e. extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. 
Here, by ‘extrinsic motivation', I imply support 
and influence provided by university as well 
as the parents of undergraduate students, and 
knowledge and skills having been acquired in 
the years of pre-tertiary education. Accord¬ 
ingly, by ‘intrinsic motivation', I suppose in¬ 
trinsic inclination of students towards aca¬ 
demic performance such as wishing to study 
at this specific university, being psychologi¬ 
cally ready for the challenges imposed by uni¬ 
versity study. 

The revealed extrinsic factors include some 
assessment mechanisms of the University, tra¬ 
ditional teaching methods, secondary and 
high school education, need for individualized 
teaching practices, and the English language. 
The intrinsic category, in its turn, includes low 
effort of undergraduate students of ADA Uni¬ 
versity, lacking learning and study skills, and 
considering General Education subjects irrel¬ 
evant. 

However, the quantitative analysis based 
on population proportion test, confirmed only 
one of these determining factors i.e. secondary 
and high school education, which was re¬ 
viewed as an extrinsic factor. For robustness, 
a follow-up test (a simple regression test] was 
conducted to see the relationship between ad¬ 
mission results and grade point average of 
undergraduate students. The results of the 
test showed that admission results are 
strongly and positively correlated with grade 
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point average of undergraduate students i.e. 
the higher their admission score is, the higher 
grade point average they have. In addition, 
the analysis of the report on the results of 
schools was used to see whether the students 
with low grade point average at university be¬ 
long to schools with a low rating on university 
admission and final examinations for ninth- 
graders. The school which was in the majority 
could not be found in the rating of State Ex¬ 
amination Centre on high achieving schools 
of the country. 

These results corroborate with the aca¬ 
demic findings of several research works hav¬ 
ing been conducted previously. For instance, 
the results on the effects of previous academic 
results are in line with the findings of Ander¬ 
son, Dwayne, & Melvyn (1994], Messinis & 
Sheehan [2015], Niu & Tienda, [2009], Oksa- 
nen & Byron [1975], Mora & Escardibul 
[2008], In addition, the results of the simple 
regression test on admission results corre¬ 
spond to the findings by Dunlap, Henley, & 
Fraser [1998], Gupta [2015], and Mercer & 
Puddey [2011], who also confirmed the pre¬ 
dictive validity of admission results. 

With regards to the second research ques¬ 
tion, first and foremost, it should be high¬ 
lighted that it was considerably challenging 
to identify the dominant determining factor 
of poor academic performance of ADA Uni¬ 
versity students. Although in the interviews, 
I revealed more extrinsic factors in compari¬ 
son with intrinsic factors, it would be mis¬ 
taken to identify the dominant factor based 
only on the number of the mentioned deter¬ 
minants. Because the weight and importance 
that the interviewees put on several determi¬ 
nants differed greatly from each other. How¬ 
ever, the quantitative analysis based on pro¬ 
portion testing showed that educational 
background is the dominant factor for under¬ 
graduate students. Generally, it is very cum¬ 
bersome to provide a definite answer to this 
research question. 

Concerning the third and fourth questions 
of the research, several suggestions as well as 
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implications have been generated as a result 
of this work. I will use the suggestions pro¬ 
vided by my interview respondents and will 
add my own suggestions created based on the 
results of the whole research. 

Limitations 

In spite of the fact that the present research 
work did reach its purposes, there were some 
limitations of the study. First of all, due to the 
limited time, it was impossible to review all 
determinants of academic performance men¬ 
tioned in the existing literature. Also, because 
of the same reason, I could not conduct inter¬ 
views with students to acquire better insights 
into their perspectives and perceptions. In ad¬ 
dition, quantitative research could have been 
conducted utilizing both high achievers' and 
low achievers' data. 

Besides, it should be noted that the results 
concerning secondary and high schools of the 
country should be treated with precaution 
due to the existing practice of university 
preparation tutoring, which considerable pop¬ 
ular and wide-spread in the country. 

Suggestions, Implications And 

Recommendations 

As a result of the present research work, 
several suggestions could be proposed with 
regards to the improvement of the issue of 
low academic performance at ADA University. 
The suggestions proposed will attempt to 
cover both the utilized literature sources and 
interview responses. In addition, this section 
will attempt to answer the ‘So what?' question 
by presenting several implications of the pres¬ 
ent research work for the broader context of 
Azerbaijani education. 

Intrinsic Motivation for Students 

To intrinsically motivate undergraduate 
students and support them, I believe it is im¬ 
perative to understand their internal prob¬ 


lems and psychological state. In this term, the 
suggestion having been proposed by several 
interviewees seems to be a very sensible one 
i.e. organizing psychological counselling for 
university students and encouraging them to 
attend this counselling without hesitation in 
case of any need. In this manner, students such 
as Murad could better overcome their aca¬ 
demic struggles and/ or determine their di¬ 
rection in life. In addition, it is equally impor¬ 
tant that psychological counselling work 
closely with various schools of the University 
(for instance, with academic advisers of each 
school], to foster a more effective work to¬ 
wards improving academic results of students. 

Similarly, students should also be involved 
into trainings to work on their learning/ study 
skills. As it was mentioned in the interviews, 
one of the intrinsic reasons of low academic 
performance of undergraduate students was 
lacking learning and/or studying skills. Such 
trainings could be organized on time manage¬ 
ment, self-improvement, and organizational 
skills. 

Extrinsic Motivation for Students 

Moreover, from the results of the present 
research, it was clear that the academic expe¬ 
rience obtained at secondary and high schools 
usually turns out to be one of the key players 
in determining undergraduate students aca¬ 
demic 'destiny' at universities. Particularly, 
students seem to find the system of education 
overly challenging at ADA University due to 
not experiencing and/ or being prepared to 
such 'Western-style' progressive educational 
practices. With this regard, the current re¬ 
search suggests that it would be desirable to 
initiate a closer collaboration of the University 
with secondary and high schools of the country 
as well as a more active promotion of the prac¬ 
tices and values of the University at schools. 

In addition to the abovementioned sugges¬ 
tions regarding the schools, it should be noted 
that since most ADA students seem to suffer 
mostly in mathematics-related courses, the 
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level of mathematics classes taught at schools 
might carry an alarming implication for sec¬ 
ondary and high school education of the coun¬ 
try. 

Furthermore, the research found that in¬ 
structors at ADA University seem to experi¬ 
ence difficulties providing individualized 
teaching methodologies due large classes, for 
now the only solution being office hours and 
consultations for the students. Regarding this 
issue, it would be advisable to minimize class 
sizes to enable faculty to organize better ‘in¬ 
dividualized’ classes. 

Also, regarding the faculty, intensive train¬ 
ings for the University faculty also seems to 
be a desirable activity for the improvement 
of academic performance of students. Partic¬ 
ularly, the present study proposes the train¬ 
ings to be organized based on the theory of 
Multiple Intelligences, to promote application 
of more individualized classes referring to 
varying learning styles. As the literature sug¬ 
gests (for example, Jones, 2017], curricullum 
based on varying learning styles could be a 
sensible solution to improve the effectiveness 
of lectures, and accordingly, academic per¬ 
formance of students. 

Another suggestion regarding extrinsically 
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